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Dillon, Jr.: South Florida in 1860

SOUTH FLORIDA IN 1860
by RODNEY E. DILLON, JR.

O

N the eve of the Civil War, the southern half of the Florida
peninsula remained the last great coastal frontier region
east of the Mississippi River. Although the 700-mile coastline
from Tampa Bay to the northern Indian River, embracing the
Florida Keys, had been charted since the eighteenth century,
much of this land was still unsettled.1 Despite the recent activity
brought about by the Second and Third Seminole Indian wars,
the vast interior was, for the most part, unexplored.2 Although
growth was slow, settlement and economic activity were steadily
increasing. Despite its unsettled condition, south Florida’s
proximity to the rest of the South, and to the Caribbean, determined that the region would feel the effects of the oncoming
conflict.
South Florida’s long coastline was varied and, at times,
treacherous. Since Spanish days, the area had been known and
feared for its shipwrecks. West coast waters were shallow, dotted
with innumerable bays, grassbeds, sand and oyster bars, and
mangrove islands. Two excellent harbors, Tampa Bay, with about
twenty-one feet of water, and Charlotte Harbor, with approximately eighteen feet, dominated the Gulf coast. The Florida
Reef, encompassing the Keys, Tortugas, and Marquesas, while
long important as a way station for ships crossing the Atlantic,
the Gulf, and the Caribbean, was even more treacherous, marked
with submerged coral reefs and approximately 800 ever-changing
coral islands. The southeast coast, safer with its deep water and
Rodney Dillon is research historian for the Fort Lauderdale Historical
Society.
1.

George Gauld, Observations on the Florida Keys, Reef and Gulf (London,
1796), 7-9, 9-17, 19-21, 23-28; Bernard Romans, A Concise National
History of East and West Florida (New York, 1775; facsimile ed.,
Gainesville, 1962), i-lxxxiv, 282-300; William Gerard DeBrahm, DeBrahm’s
Report of the General Survey in the Southern District of North America,
ed. by Louis De Vorsey, Jr. (Columbia, 1971), 206-09.
2. U.S. War Department, Atlas to Accompany the Official Records of the
Union and Confederate Armies (Washington, 1891-1895), plate CXLVI,
inset.
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more regular shoreline, was even less well-known than the Gulf
or reef areas, and was characterized by rougher waters and
desolate sand beaches.3
The inland parts of south Florida presented an even wilder
environment than the coast. South and east of Lake Okeechobee
lay the flooded Everglades and the tangled Big Cypress Swamp,
unknown to all but a very few whites and the handful of Indians
who had taken refuge there following the Third Seminole
Wars.4 North and west of the lake, the more inhabitable prairies
were sometimes partially under water, often covered with dense
underbrush, and difficult to penetrate except by the usually
overgrown trails.5
The conditions of both coast and interior made transportation difficult. Trading vessels regularly followed the Atlantic
coastline to the Caribbean, put in at Key West, and visited
the deep-water port of Tampa, but local coastal travel was
largely restricted to small skiffs and sloops. Inland travelers
used boats or canoes along the rivers, or rode horses or ox-carts
across the scrub prairies.6 Although several trails had been cut
through the interior during the Indian wars, the Capron Trail,
a military road built during the 1850s to connect Fort Capron
on the Indian River and Fort Brooke on Tampa Bay, was, by
the beginning of the Civil War, the only road connecting the
east and west coasts of south Florida.7
South Florida’s sparse settlement corresponded with its rough
physical condition. According to the 1860 federal census, a total
of 7,077 people lived in the five counties comprising the southern
half of the state. Of this total, 2,981 persons resided in Hills3. U.S. Naval War Records Office, Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies in the War of the Rebellion, 27 vols. (Washington, 18941922), series I, XVI, 652; Stanley L. Itkin, “Operations of the East
Gulf Blockade Squadron in the Blockade of Florida, 1862-1865” (Master’s
thesis, Florida State University, 1962), 11-12.
4. “‘Notes on the Passage Across the Everglades’, From The News, St.
Augustine, January 8, 1841,” Tequesta, XX (1960), 57-65; George
Henry Preble, “A Canoe Expedition into the Everglades in 1842,” Tequesta, V (1945), 30-51.
5. Dorothy Dodd, “Florida in the War, 1861-1865,” in Allen Morris, comp.,
Florida Handbook, 1961-1962 (Tallahassee, 1961), 256; Joe A. Akerman,
Jr., Florida Cowman, A History of Florida Cattle Raising (Kissimmee,
1976), 44.
6. Itkin, “East Gulf Blockade Squadron,” 9.
7. Alfred Jackson Hanna and Kathryn Abbey Hanna, Lake Okeechobee,
Wellspring of the Everglades (Indianapolis, 1948), 62.
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borough County; 2,913 in Monroe; 854 in Manatee; 246 in
Brevard; and eighty-three in Dade. The majority of the population was concentrated on or near the coast. The population
was predominantly white. Some 4,155 of the 7,077 south Floridians
were born in the United States.8 Most of these were from the
South, primarily from Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina. Of
the total population born in the South, the Floridians predominated, but among the adult population there were more
Georgians.9 The Northerners, mainly from the New England and
middle Atlantic states, were usually merchants and seamen in
the port towns, particularly Key West. Those from the midwestern and border states also inhabited the region.10
Foreign-born south Floridians included many islanders, especially Bahamians. By 1860, more south Florida adults were
native to the Bahamas than to any single state in the Union or
to any other foreign country. Although not so plentiful in the
upper south Florida counties, Bahamians made up a little over
half of the adult population of Monroe County. Other foreignborn residents came from Britain, the Iberian peninsula and
Canary Islands, Germany, Cuba, and France.11 Several prominent
south Floridians were foreign-born, including United States
Senator Stephen R. Mallory of Key West, who was born in
Trinidad, and commercial and civic leader James McKay, Sr.,
of Tampa, who was a native of Scotland.
Key West, with a total population of 2,832, was the largest
town in south Florida in 1860, and was second only to Pensacola
in Florida. Key West’s white population of 2,241 was the largest
in the state, outranking Pensacola, which had a larger number
of slaves.12 Key West lay sixty miles southwest of Cape Sable; there
were no road, rail, or telegraph connections to the mainland.
Although as early as 1855, ambitious plans had been drawn up
for a telegraph line running from Macon, Georgia, through the
Florida peninsula and Key West to Cuba, these designs had not
8. U.S. Census Office, eighth census, Population of the United States in
1860 (Washington, 1864), 52.
9. U.S. Census Office, eighth census, 1860, Population Schedules, Brevard,
Dade, Hillsborough, Manatee, and Monroe counties.
10. Ibid.; “Key West and Salvage in 1850,” Florida Historical Quarterly,
VIII (July 1929), 58.
11. 1860, Population Schedules, Monroe County.
12. 1860, Census of Population, 52; Dodd, “Florida in the War,” 244.
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materialized by the beginning of the Civil War. It was not until
1859 that the long-awaited telegraph line reached Tallahassee.13
Despite its isolation, Key West owed its size to its geographical position at the extreme southern end of the United
States, its large, deep, and easily accessible harbor, and its strategic placement at the crossroads of the Atlantic, the Gulf, and
the Caribbean. Its location made Key West the commercial and
military center of south Florida. A naval base was started in
1822, and an army post in 1836. The city, on the eve of the
Civil War, contained several military installations, including an
army barracks built in 1844, an unfinished naval storehouse and
depot begun in 1856, and a civilian-constructed dry dock and
marine railway constructed in 1853 and enlarged four years
later.14 Fort Zachary Taylor, a double-casemented, Vauban-style
fortress with four bastions, begun in 1845 and nearing completion in 1860, stood on a sandspit guarding the harbor about
a mile from shore.15 Fort Jefferson, covering sixteen-acre Garden
Key in the Dry Tortugas, approximately sixty-five miles to the
west, completed the defense of this vital area.16
Key West’s position also made it indispensable as a supply
depot for commercial shipping. The growing use of sea-going
steamers would, in the coming years, give it added importance
as a coaling station. Town life reflected this activity. In 1860,
the city boasted numerous stores, artisans’ shops, and warehouses,
as well as schools, several churches, a newspaper, regular mail
steamer service, and a busy civic life.17 The continuing construction of military works also provided labor for many persons,
especially for a large number of the city’s 451 slaves, for whose
work owners received good wages.18
By 1860, Key West had already begun to acquire a varied
13. Donald Gordon Lester, “Key West During the Civil War” (Master’s
thesis, University of Miami, 1949), 1; Bertram H. Groene, Ante-bellum
Tallahassee (Tallahassee, 1971), 90.
14. Jefferson B. Browne, Key West, The Old and the New (St. Augustine,
1912;; facsimile ed., Gainesville, 1973), 73-74, 77-78, 106; Walter C.
Maloney, A Sketch of the History of Key West, Florida (Newark, 1876;
facsimile ed., Gainesville, 1968), 9-10, 17, 21.
15. Browne, Key West, 78.
16. Harpers Weekly, April 19, 1862, cited in Lester, “Key West During the
Civil War,” 6.
17. Maloney, History of Key West, 29, 31, 33-34, 39, 46; Browne, Key West,
21-22, 26, 34, 37 43, 141; Itkin, “East Gulf Blockade Squadron,” 19-20.
18. Browne, Key West, 171.
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and polyglot population. Among the adults, foreign-born residents outnumbered the Americans by a little over two to one.
Bahamians, comprising over half the foreign-born population,
Englishmen, Irishmen, Spaniards, Germans, and Cubans, were
the important ethnic groups. Nearly half the city’s Americanborn adults were Floridians. People from New York, Connecticut, and Massachusetts also comprised large segments of the
population. 19
Besides Key West and the Tortugas, settlements on the
Florida Reef included Boca Chica, Sugarloaf and Cudjoe Keys,
Key Vaca, Matacumbe Key, and Indian Key. They were primarily
inhabited by Bahamians and a few Floridians, most of whom
were mariners.20
Tampa, incorporated by an act of the legislature in 1856,
was south Florida’s second largest city at the start of the Civil
War, with a population of 885. Despite its small size, Tampa
served as the hub of a region which was, by south Florida
standards, well settled.21 Although it had lost about 800 people
on the south side of the bay to Manatee County when it was
created in 1856, Hillsborough County was the largest in southern
Florida in 1860. There were settlements on the Pinellas peninsula, Old Tampa Bay, Boca Ciega Bay, the Hillsborough and
Alafia rivers, Simmons Hammock, and the northern part of the
Peace River Valley.22
Tampa possessed an excellent harbor, and it served as a
gateway to the more settled areas of northern Florida. By 1860,
Tampa had become the southern terminus of the stage line
running from Gainesville, and, with the onset of the war, it had
access to the new railhead at Cedar Key.23 A grist mill, steamer
service, several general stores, three hotels, a newspaper, wharves,
and warehouses all served Tampa.24
19. 1860, Population Schedules, Monroe County.
20. Ibid., Monroe and Dade counties.
21. Karl H. Grismer, Tampa, A History of the City of Tampa and the
Tampa Bay Region of Florida (St. Petersburg, 1950), 131; James W.
Covington, The Story of Southwestern Florida, 2 vols. (New York, 1957),
II, 136.
22. Grismer, Tampa, 128; John A. Bethell, History of Point Pinellas (St.
Petersburg, 1914; reprint ed., St. Petersburg, 1962), 13.
23. Lillie B. McDuffee, The Lures of Manatee: A True Story of South
Florida’s Glamorous Past, 2nd ed. (Bradenton, 1961), 71; Grismer,
Tampa, 137, 150.
24. Grismer, Tampa, 133-34.
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The population of Tampa and the Hillsborough region was,
unlike that of Key West, largely American and southern in
origin. Georgians comprised over one-third of the adult population, followed by people from Florida, South Carolina, Alabama, and North Carolina. From the northern states, New York
provided a sizable block of inhabitants to the county, while
small clusters of English, Irish, Bahamian, German, French,
Spanish, and Cuban settlers made up most of the area’s small
foreign-born population. Agricultural activities provided a livelihood for over one-half of the Hillsborough area’s employed residents. Most of the rest earned their living at sea-related activities and a few town jobs in Tampa.25
While Key West and Tampa were south Florida’s only true
towns, numerous small settlements were scattered throughout the
area. Most of these were on the coast or along the major rivers.
Many had grown around the forts established during the Seminole Indian wars. The largest of these settled regions was the
Manatee River area, near present-day Bradenton. Relatively
close to Tampa, with its ties northward, the Manatee region had
attracted settlers since the early 1840s. By 1860, several large
landholders, as well as numerous small farmers, lived in the
area, and there was a store, church, school, hotel, and post
office.26 The Manatee settlements had also begun expanding
south along Sarasota Bay and into the Myakka River Valley.27
The composition of the Manatee area population was similar
to that of the neighboring Hillsborough region. The people were
mainly southern-born, mostly from Georgia, Florida, the Carolinas, and Alabama. A few New Englanders and people from
the border states, as well as Bahamians, Englishmen, Scotchmen,
Irishmen, and Germans, also inhabited the area. The Manatee
settlements were predominantly agricultural. Although the region
was relatively well-populated, and residents included a few
mariners, craftsmen, and professionals, the absence of an actual
town limited commercial activity.28
The Peace River Valley, to the east, had been settled for
25. 1860, Population Schedules, Hillsborough County.
26. Ibid., Manatee County; McDuffee, Lures of Manatee, 24, 31, 59-60, 63,
72.
27. Karl H. Grismer, The Story of Sarasota (Tampa, 1946), 41; Grismer,
Tampa, 128, 131; Itkin, “East Gulf Blockade Squadron,” 9.
28. 1860, Population Schedules, Manatee County.
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nearly a decade before the Civil War. A sawmill was erected on
the river in 1860. At the northern end of the waterway, some
thirty miles east of Tampa Bay, there were trading posts at Fort
Meade and Fort Blount (now Bartow). Fort Meade also boasted
a school and a post office.29
Farther south, a small settlement a few miles inland on the
Caloosahatchee River centered around Fort Myers, which had
been abandoned by the army in 1858, at the close of the Third
Seminole War. The islands at the mouth of the Caloosahatchee
had drawn settlers since the early 1830s. In 1860, Fort Myers
itself, and much of the surrounding area, was owned by James
Evans, a Virginian, who experimented in raising tropical and
subtropical plants, including fruits, coconuts, and coffee.30 With
its access to Charlotte Harbor and the prairies stretching north
to the Peace River, Fort Myers was the southernmost outpost on
the Gulf coast mainland. Farming, fishing, and day labor provided work for the handful of settlers who congregated around
the old fort.31
South Florida’s east coast was even more sparsely settled
than the west, primarily because of the absence of large bays
and harbors and the proximity of the Everglades. At Biscayne
Bay, on the site of the present city of Miami, stood Fort Dallas,
built by the navy in 1836 at the beginning of the Second Seminole War, and later taken over by the army. Fort Dallas had
been abandoned in 1858, but in 1860, the old stone barracks
buildings formed the nucleus of a small settlement and trading
post.32 The population included a variety of Europeans as well
as Floridians, Virginians, and a few from the North. The majority were employed in the production of arrowroot, a starchyielding tuberous plant, and as mariners. There was also a
29.

Tampa Florida Peninsular, February 4, 1860, cited in Covington, Southwestern Florida, II, 133; Louise Frisbie, Peace River Pioneers (Miami,
1974), 11, 16, 21, 28.
30. Karl H. Grismer, The Story of Fort Myers (St. Petersburg, 1949), 93-94,
275; Florence Fritz, Unknown Florida (Coral Gables, 1963), 61, 69;
E. A. Hammond, “The Spanish Fisheries of Charlotte Harbor,” Florida
Historical Quarterly, LII (April 1973), 380.
31. Itkin, “East Gulf Blockade Squadron,” 9; 1860, Population Schedules,
Monroe County.
32. Nathan D. Shappee, “Fort Dallas and the Naval Depot on Key Biscayne,
1836-1926,” Tequesta, XXI (1961), 19, 26-30; Henry J. Wagner, “Early
Pioneers of South Florida,” Tequesta, IX (1949), 61-65; Miami News,
1903, clipping in Agnew Welsh Collection, notebook 36, Miami-Dade
Public Library, Miami.
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farmer, carpenter, brickmason, laborer, painter, tanner, and
physician.33 At Cape Florida, on the southern tip of Key Biscayne, stood a lighthouse, which had been built in 1825. This
light, the site of a famous Indian attack in 1836, had been rebuilt in 1846 and renovated in 1855. By 1860, it was occupied
only by two keepers.34
Another lighthouse was located at Jupiter Inlet, some ninety
miles to the north. This structure, completed in 1859, was also
inhabited only by keepers.35 With the exception of the Jupiter
light, the only other inhabited areas on the southeastern coast
were along the Indian River, a long, thin, saltwater channel
paralleling the Atlantic Ocean for 120 miles between Cape
Canaveral and the Saint Lucie River. Fort Pierce and Fort
Capron had been established on the Indian River at different
times during the Seminole wars, but both had been abandoned
by 1860. Clusters of homes remained at the Saint Lucie and
Indian rivers inlets, as well as at Susanna, then the seat of
Brevard County, south of the present city of Fort Pierce. Settlers
included farmers, laborers, carpenters, mechanics, sailors, the
postmaster, a physician, and a few slaves. The majority of these
settlers were Southerners, mainly from Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida. A few from the northeast and Europe also
made their homes along the Indian River.36
Although most of the interior remained a nearly impenetrable
wilderness, a few areas were inhabited. In addition to the settlements directly east of Tampa Bay, and along the upper Peace
River, there were people living in the scrub prairies of the
Kissimmee River Valley and in western Brevard County north
of Lake Okeechobee. Unlike the coastal outposts, these places
appear to have been more cattle camps than permanent settlements.37 They did, however, serve to keep the inland trails open,
33. 1860, Population Schedules, Dade County; Wagner, “Early Pioneers,”
61-65; Mrs. Henry J. Burkhardt, “Starch Making: A Pioneer Florida Industry,” Tequesta, XII (1952), 47-51.
34. Dorothy Dodd, ed., “ ‘Volunteers’ Report Destruction of Lighthouses,”
Tequesta, XIV (1954), 68-69; Charles M. Brookfield, “Cape Florida
Light,” Tequesta, IX (1949), 6-11; Miami News, 1903.
35. Dodd, “ ‘Volunteers’ Report Destruction,” 68-69; Bessie Wilson DuBois,
“Jupiter Lighthouse,” Tequesta, XX (1960), 6-8.
36. 1860, Population Schedules, Brevard County; Official Records Atlas,
plate CXLVI, inset; Erwin Raisz, Atlas of Florida (Gainesville, 1964), 20.
37. Akerman, Florida Cowman, 46, 49-50, 57-58.
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and to provide some, though minimal, communication between
the interior and the coasts.
Economic activity in south Florida in 1860 was, like the region
itself, both limited and varied. Agriculture was the main means
of earning a living, ranging from subsistence farming to larger
plantations and to cattle raising. On parts of the coast, and especially in the Keys, sea and shipping-related activities were
most important. There were also a variety of jobs in Key West
and Tampa.
Subsistence agriculture generally predominated; almost all
inhabitants of the mainland made their living from small, selfsufficient farms. While this was the usual situation throughout
the country at this time, subsistence farming in south Florida
was complicated by extremely primitive conditions, insufficient
transportation and communication facilities, and, in the accessible coastal regions, poor sandy soil.38
Although mid-nineteenth century south Florida produced
its share of unusual individuals and exciting tales, the average
inhabitant was the typical “cracker.” Poor, uneducated, and
generally of rural southern birth and background, these farm
folk varied little in character and outlook from the inhabitants
of other backwoods regions of the South.39 They grew corn,
cotton, and sweet potatoes, and raised hogs, poultry, goats, and
sheep. These farm products provided them with food and
clothing, and sometimes a modest surplus with which they
obtained dry goods or other manufactured items at a local trading
post. Their diets were usually supplemented by fish and game,
which were plentiful in the unspoiled lands and nearby waters.40
Large scale plantation agriculture, though somewhat rare
in south Florida, had, by 1860, begun to reach the Tampa Bay
and Manatee regions. 41 This was natural because of connections
to northern Florida and the deep South in general. In Hillsborough County, cotton was the most profitable crop, followed
by tobacco. While most landowners, even in Hillsborough, owned
farms of between forty and a couple hundred acres, some county
plantations exceeded 500 acres. The plantation reported to be
38. John E. Johns, Florida During the Civil War (Gainesville, 1963), 176.
39. Ella Lonn, Desertion During the Civil War (American Historical
Association, 1928; reprint ed., Gloucester, Mass. 1966), 3.
40. Frisbie, Peace River Pioneers, 21, 26.
41. Johns, Florida During the Civil War, 140.
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the largest was near Indian Rocks on the Pinellas peninsula. It
was owned by a Georgian, William J. Turner.42
The slave population of Hillsborough County was 564.
Though small compared to cotton belt statistics, it was the largest
number in south Florida.43 While Negroes, of whom all but two
were slaves, made up only eighteen per cent of the county’s
population, tax records show an assessed slave value of $200,035
in the years preceding the war. The actual value, considering
the rising price of slaves, has been estimated to have been
much higher.44
By the late 1850s, the Manatee River region had outstripped
the Tampa Bay area as the center of south Florida’s plantation agriculture. Census figures for 1860 show that while Manatee County’s slave population stood at 253, fewer than either
Hillsborough or Monroe, slaves made up nearly twenty-five per
cent of the county’s population.45 Manatee plantations, mostly
producing sugar, were the largest in the southern half of the
state. Early settlers in the area included several prominent Leon
County planters hurt by the Panic of 1837, who had moved south
hoping for a fresh start and bringing with them designs for
extensive planting operations. By the 1850s, sizable sugar plantations, such as those owned by the Gamble, Braden, and Gates
families, complete with imposing shell or wood homes, spacious
lawns, docks, and sugar refining mills, lined the Manatee River.46
A decline in sugar production, caused by the ravages of the
Seminole wars and by the economic depression of 1857, had, by
1858, forced the sale of Robert Gamble’s 3,450-acre plantation
and a mortgage foreclosure and removal of the sugar mill on the
1,100-acre Joseph Braden plantation. Sugar cultivation continued,
however, through 1860. 47 Area roads were poor, but the river
and proximity to the Gulf provided excellent water routes, and
the Manatee planters enjoyed close connections with more
settled areas of the South, particularly New Orleans.48
Another kind of agriculture, open range cattle herding, was
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.

Grismer, Tampa, 131-32.
1860, Census of Population, 52.
Grismer, Tampa, 137.
1860, Census of Population, 52.
McDuffee, Lures of Manatee, 31, 35, 44; Grismer, Tampa, 96-98.
Covington, Southwestern Florida, II, 136; Grismer, Tampa, 131-32.
McDuffee, Lures of Manatee, 43.
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growing in importance in south Florida by 1860, and would
see an even more dramatic rise during and after the war. By
1850, the scrub-brush cattle ranges had begun to attract a few
settlers to the desolate interior. Brevard County, which then
stretched from the Atlantic coast to Lake Okeechobee, was, by
1856, a cattle center. Although most of the county’s scant 260
inhabitants were clustered around the small coastal settlements
at Indian River in 1860, thirty men operated cattle herds, four
of these reputedly owning over 4,000 head.49 In Brevard County
cattle raising was concentrated in the Kissimmee River Valley.
According to tradition, one early Kissimmee Valley cattleman,
William H. Willingham, and his family owned a herd estimated at 10,000 head.50 Cattle areas in the southwestern portion
of the state included the Myakka, Caloosahatchee, and lower
Peace river valleys. In Hillsborough County, cattlemen concentrated east of Tampa, around Simmons Hammock and the
Alafia River, as well as in the upper Peace River Valley.51
Census records show a marked increase in Florida cattle in
the twenty years preceding the Civil War. The 118,081 head of
1840 rose to 261,085 by 1850, and to 388,060 ten years later. In
1860, Florida ranked second only to Texas among southern states
in per capita livestock value. Cattle accounted for a large portion
of this overall figure, and much of the growth occurred in new
lands in the southern part of the state.52
The owners of the largest herds were, without a doubt, rich
men, but they, like other south Florida cattlemen, lived relatively
simple lives, little different from other rural crackers.53 The
cattle were largely weathered, rangy, native stock, averaging
700 pounds per head, which had grazed the area since before
permanent white settlement. By 1860, however, there was a
growing interest in interbreeding with more domestic strains
introduced by settlers from north Florida and other areas of the
South. 54
49.
50.
51.
52.

Akerman, Florida Cowman, 57.
Ibid., 45-47.
Ibid., 44-45; Grismer, Tampa, 131.
U.S. Census of Agriculture, 1840, 1850, 1860, cited in Akerman, Florida
Cowman, 83.
53. D. B. McKay, ed., Pioneer Florida, 3 vols. (Tampa, 1959), II, 329-30;
Akerman, Florida Cowman, 85.
54. Covington, Southwestern Florida, II, 133; Grismer, Fort Myers, 78. There
has long been a dispute over the origins of south Florida’s native cattle.
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Early south Florida cattle herds were driven north, usually to
the railhead at Baldwin, not far from the Georgia border in
Duval County. Jacob Summerlin, a leading Hillsborough County
cattleman from the present-day Bartow area, annually drove his
own scattered herds from the Caloosahatchee Valley to Baldwin.
Buying cattle from local stockmen along the way, Summerlin
usually reached his destination with 5,000 to 8,000 head.55 Cattle
drive patterns had begun to change by the late 1850s, with the
opening of a lucrative trade with Cuba. Just when this Cuban
trade actually began is in question, due to an absence of contemporary records. From 1858 to 1860, however, Captain James
McKay, Sr., shipped an estimated 400 head of cattle per month
from Tampa to Cuba, making thousands of dollars for his efforts.
McKay had begun by contracting vessels from the Southern
Steamship Company, but by 1860, he and his partners, Ferris
and Son, owned two steamers and one brig outright, in addition
to the contract.56 With the opening of the Cuban trade, Tampa
replaced Baldwin as the destination for Summerlin and the long
drivers from south Florida. Buying cattle from local stockmen
for three to eight dollars a head, the drivers now saw a return
of ten to twelve dollars in Spanish gold.57
Next to various forms of agriculture, maritime activities provided a livelihood for many south Floridians. Along the mainland coastal settlements, fishing provided a supplement for subsistence farming. By the late 1850s, fish ranches at the southern
end of the Pinellas peninsula and at Charlotte Harbor provided
fish for the Cuban market.58
The Keys, especially, surrounded by water and lacking in
arable land, were the center of a multitude of sea-related activities. Like all port towns, Key West was home to a number of
artisans, including sailmakers, ship carpenters, painters, and

55.
56.
57.
58.

Some historians have claimed that they were the descendants of cattle
brought to Florida by the early Spanish explorers. Others have argued
that they were introduced into the state by the Seminoles in the
eighteenth century, or by the British when they occupied Florida.
George H. Dacy, Four Centuries of Florida Cattle Ranching (St. Louis,
1940), 51; Covington, Southwestern Florida, II, 133.
Tampa Florida Peninsular, July 28, 1860, quoted in McKay, Pioneer
Florida, II, 385-86.
Akerman, Florida Cowman, 55.
Bethell, Point Pinellas, 14; Browne, Key West, 113.
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caulkers.59 In addition to the lively port business, fishing and
sponging flourished. Fishing boats out of Key West plied the
waters along the Florida Reef, the lower mainland coast, and
the outlying Caribbean islands .60 In the year between June 1,
1859, and June 1, 1860, $34,202 worth of dried salted fish and
$31,250 worth of live fish were exported from Key West.61
By the early 1850s Key West had also become a sponging
center, with regular shipments to New York City. The rising
prices of sponges for use in France, where their fibers were mixed
with cotton and wool to produce broadcloth and felt, had
caused many fishermen to switch to sponging. In 1850, sponging
paid an average of fifty dollars a month per man. By 1860, the
sale of sponges brought $72,000 a year to the island city.62
Caught with long spears, sponges were taken in approximately
twenty feet of water off the lower west coast and in shoal
waters off the Keys.63
The production of salt by evaporating sea water also thrived
in the Keys before 1860, foreshadowing the importance of saltmaking elsewhere in south Florida during the Civil War. The
Keys had produced salt since 1830. By the 1850s, an elaborate
system of tidal salt ponds with locks and floodgates had been
constructed; 1855 saw the peak of the salt industry in the Keys
with an output of 75,000 bushels. In the next five years, an
average of 60,000 to 70,000 bushels were produced annually.
Although early efforts to establish Key West as a nationally important salt manufacturing and shipping center had failed, the
city’s salt works were an important supply source, both for local
use and to preserve fish from the Keys and the west coast
fisheries.64
By far the most important of the Keys’ local ocean-based
economic activity was wrecking or salvaging. In the early part
of the century, wreckers were often accused of piracy, of luring
ships onto the reefs with false beacons and murdering surviving
crewmen in order to secure salvage. They were also charged
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.

1860, Population Schedules, Monroe County.
“Key West and Salvage in 1850,” 52; Johns, Florida During the Civil
War, 156.
Tallahassee Floridian and Journal, October 27, 1860.
Ibid., June 28, 1851, October 27, 1860; “Key West and Salvage in 1850,“
58; Browne, Key West, 109.
Browne, Key West, 109.
Ibid., 113.
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with providing false information to shippers and with actively
opposing lighthouse construction. In the years immediately preceding the Civil War, however, wrecking was, in practice, if not
yet in reputation, a relatively law-abiding occupation.65
Regulation of wrecking had begun with the establishment
of a federal territorial court in 1828. In 1847, two years after
Florida was admitted to the Union, Congress had established the
District Court of the United States for the Southern District of
Florida, headquartered at Key West and embracing the coast
from Charlotte Harbor to the Indian River. In addition, Congress
declared that all wreckers must be licensed by the district court
judge and that they had to turn their salvage over to the court
for auction and payment. William Marvin of New York, who
served as territorial judge from 1839 to 1845, and district judge
from 1847 to 1863, was an important force in Key West politics
both before and during the Civil War. A specialist in salvage
law, he ably regulated wrecking, and in 1859, published A
Treatise on the Law of Wreck and Salvage, the standard text on
the subject.66
With an average of fifty shipwrecks a year on the Keys
and surrounding reefs, wrecking, by the time of the war, provided island residents with their main source of income. In the
prewar years, Key West was home to a fleet of twenty to thirty
sailing vessels regularly occupied with wrecking, and many island
men were anxious for a share of salvage payment. According to
one historian, the cry of “wreck ashore!” would empty a church
as promptly as a shout of “fire!“67 A total of sixty-six wrecks and
vessels in distress, worth $3,035,400, were reported in 1859. Subtracting salvage expenses, these wrecks, when brought to auctions,
netted inhabitants of the Keys $245,262.68
Key West and Tampa, like most towns, also provided residents with a variety of business opportunities. In addition to
those connected with military and maritime activities, Key West
employed barbers, tailors, shoemakers, confectioners, a druggist,
65. Ibid., 162, 165; “Key West and Salvage in 1850,” 47.
66. William Marvin, “Autobiography of William Marvin,” Kevin Kearney,
ed., Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXVI (January 1958), 198-99, 207,
209; Maloney, History of Key West, 12-14.
67. Browne, Key West, 166.
68. St. Augustine Examiner, March 24, 1860, cited in “Key West and Salvage
in 1850,” 47.
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tobacconist, and cabinetmaker. Although it did not become a
major industry in the city until the 1870s, cigar manufacture
had existed since 1831, and in 1860 employed ten Cuban cigarmakers. Tampa employed two cigarmakers, also Cubans, as well
as tailors, gunsmiths, a carriagemaker, cabinetmaker, milliner,
ambrotype artist, shoemaker, and watch repairman.69
South Florida in 1860 was a vast and varied frontier, but
one that was steadily growing, both in population and economic
activity. The impending war, which would shake the nation to
its very foundations, would affect this region in a singular fashion;
While it would bring hardships, destruction, and disintegration,
it would also highlight the unique and fascinating condition of
this new and exceptional land.
69. 1860, Population Schedules, Monroe and Hillsborough counties.
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